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Preposition Stranding in Modern English:  

An Acceptability Survey 
 

Our research aims to discuss the phenomenon of preposition 
stranding and specifically its grammaticality in Modern English, laying 

a possible background for further research.  

According to Rodney Huddleston and Geoffrey K. Pullum, 

preposition stranding is the case where the preposition is "fronted so that 

it precedes the preposition (usually with intervening material) instead of 

occupying the basic complement position after the preposition" 

(Huddleston; Pullum, 2005, 137-138).  

Structurally preposition stranding is the movement of the 

complement of a prepositional phrase. The prepositional phrases are 

typically parts of larger lexical projections, such as Verb Phrases (VP’s): 

“This is the moviet I’ve [VPtalked [PPabout t]]” 

and Noun Phrases (NP’s) : 

“This is the moviet I’ve read a [NPbook [PPabout t]]”. 

Preposition stranding is opposed to so-called “pied-piping” – the 

movement of a preposition with its object in syntactic constructions, 

particularly in interrogative contexts, emphasizing the structural integrity 

of the phrase (Günther, 2021, 1): 
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Preposition Stranding example: “Which university did you 

graduate from?” 

Pied-piping example: “From which university did you graduate?” 

While constructions which involve preposition stranding may be 

used both in formal and informal style, the non-stranded pied-piping 

forms are typically used in a more formal or precise communication 

style. 

Now, let’s revise the next set of sentences, each involving the case 

of preposition stranding: 

1. A: Whomt did you read a novel about? 

B: *Whom did you lose a novel about? 

 

 

2. A. That lecture was difficult to sit through.  

B. *Sunday is difficult to watch cartoons on. 

 

 

 
3. A. Which meeting did Alice make the photo of?  

B.*Which meeting did Alice bury the photo of? 

 

 

4. A. Which journal did you read an article in? 

B. *Which bookshelf did you read an article in? 

 

In our framework we hypothesise that the (A) sentences are 

grammatically acceptable while the (B) sentences are not, or marginal at 

best. In our research we used field methods of survey. Upon arranging a 

questionnaire we proposed our respondents to look through the sentences 

above and choose the option which they felt is more correct. The options 

were “This sentence is rather good for English language (looks 

perfectly normal)” signifying grammatical acceptability and “This 

sentence is rather strange for English language (looks strange/weird 

etc.)” signifying grammatical unacceptability. To make our survey as 
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objective as possible, we put all the sentences in the questionnaire in 

random order. 

Results 

(1) 

A 

 
B 

 
(2) 

A 
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B 

 
 

(3) 

A 

 
B 

 
(4) 

A 
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B 

 

 
As can be seen, the results predominantly correspond to our 

prediction that (A) examples are more inclined towards grammatical 

acceptability while (B) examples are more inclined towards grammatical 

unacceptability. Thus we posit that the grammatical 

acceptability/unacceptability is the problem of pragmatics rather than 

structure. Let’s take another look at examples in (1), now this time taking 

into account the results of our questionnaire: 

5. A: Whom did you read a novel about? – rather 

acceptable for 62.5 %, rather unacceptable for 37.5 % 

B: *Whom did you lose a novel about? – rather unacceptable for 

100% 

We argue that the unacceptability of (5,B) is not due to absurdity, 

as, in our reality as it is as of 2024, it is entirely possible to “lose” a novel, 

while, for example, “drinking” or “breathing” a novel would be 
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considered absurd in vast majority of contexts. For further evidence of 

this let’s examine given examples preceded by questions: 

6.   

 I read a novel about Kennedy. 

 Whom did you read a novel about? 

7.  

 I lost a novel about Kennedy. 

 *Whom did you lose a novel about? 

We also argue that the unacceptability of (5,B) is not due to 

different syntactic structure, as the only difference between (5,A) and 

(5,B) is the lexical meaning of a verb. For further evidence we can 

compare syntactic structures of (5,A,B) in (8): 

 

(8) A: [CPWhomt [IPdid you [VPread [DPa [NPnovel [PPabout t]]]]]]? 

      B: [CPWhomt [IPdid you [VPlose [DPa [NPnovel [PPabout t]]]]]]? 

 

Conclusions 

Preposition stranding is a fascinating phenomenon which presents 
interest for more deep research. Given the results of our survey we 

hypothesise that the difference between grammatically acceptable and 

grammatically unacceptable examples of preposition stranding may be 

explained by means of functional grammar rather than formal one, that 

is, preposition stranding grammaticality is the product of pragmatics 

rather than sentence structure. 
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